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Emptying the Medicine Cabinet 
Disposal Guidelines for Pharmaceuticals and Personal Care Products 

 
The proper disposal of pharmaceuticals and personal care products is 
an emerging issue in the environmental arena. When aquatic and 
amphibian species are exposed to small amounts of pharmaceutical 
and personal care products, it can result in decreased reproduction, 
delayed development and even additional appendages in some 
species. In 2002, 80 percent of streams sampled (139 rivers in 30 
states) by the U.S. Geological Survey showed evidence of drugs, 
hormones, steroids and personal care products such as soaps and 
perfumes. 
 
The risks posed to aquatic organisms by continual life-long exposure 
and to humans by long-term consumption of minute qualities are 
essentially unknown. While major concerns to date have been the promotion of pathogenic 
resistance to antibiotics and disruption of endocrine systems by natural and synthetic sex 
steroids, effects due to the presence of many other pharmaceuticals and health care products in 
the environment have unknown consequences, especially considering them collectively. 
 
Any product consumed or applied by an individual for personal health or cosmetic reasons can 
be defined as a pharmaceutical or personal care product. These products include prescription and 
over-the-counter therapeutic drugs, fragrances, cosmetics, sunscreen agents, diagnostic agents, 
contact lens solutions, nutraceuticals, biopharmaceuticals, and many others. All of these products 
applied externally or ingested have the potential to be excreted or washed into sewage systems 
and discharged to the aquatic and terrestrial environments. 
 
While flushing medicine down the toilet does prevent misuse of the substance, the practice can 
cause other problems. Specifically, when medicines are flushed down a toilet, the medicines can 
harm the beneficial bacteria that are responsible for breaking down waste in the septic system or 
at a wastewater treatment plant. Since municipal sewage treatment plants are not engineered for 
pharmaceutical removal, many medicines are not captured or only partially captured during 
processing so they can pass through the treatment plant intact. These substances are then released 
into a nearby lake, river or ground water with the treated wastewater. 
 
Some medications and personal care products contain hazardous chemicals or even heavy 
metals, such as mercury which is used as a preservative. In New Hampshire, there has been 



increasing attention on mercury as a serious pollutant due to its toxic, persistent and 
bioaccumulative properties. For information on the New Hampshire fish advisory, review the 
DES fact sheet ARD-EHP-25 Statewide Mercury Fish Consumption Advisory Update. 
 
With the absence of guidance, one must use personal judgment to decide proper disposal. Here 
are some options to help you choose how to dispose of pharmaceutical and personal care 
products. 

1. Contact your local household hazardous waste coordinator prior to a collection event to 
determine if your municipality will accept the waste. Most collection events will accept 
mercury-added or other personal care products, but not pharmaceutical waste. 

2. Dispose of the waste in household trash. 
a. Keep products in their original containers. Pharmaceutical container caps are 

typically watertight and child proof. 
b. Add a small amount of water to a solid drug or some absorbent material such as 

kitty litter, sawdust or flour, to liquid drugs before recapping to discourage any 
unintended use of the drug. 

c. Double seal the container in another container or heavy bag to prevent easy 
identification of the drug container or to prevent a glass container from breaking. 

 
To reduce the amount of waste pharmaceuticals and personal care products: 

1. Only purchase what you need. Why waste money on pharmaceuticals to just sit on the 
shelf and expire over time? 

2. Say “No” to samples if you are not going to use them. You will only need to dispose of 
them later. 

3. Stop junk mail. Take your name off mailing lists so you don’t receive free sample 
products, such as pain relievers, lotions, and shampoos. If you don’t use them, then you 
will need to dispose of them later. Visit www.des.nh.gov and search on “junk mail” to 
find out how. 

4. Centralize all pharmaceuticals in one location. This may help to limit over purchasing of 
products you already have. 

5. Read the label. Some products contain mercury-added preservatives; if you see it on the 
label, find an alternative product. 

 
Intravenous Bags 
While households can legally dispose of hazardous waste in their trash, use 
personal judgment to decide on the proper disposal of intravenous bags that 
contain chemotherapy agents. To assure these wastes are not discharged to the 
ground, surface water, ground water, or air: 

1. Remove sharps and dispose of them with other household generated 
sharps. 

2. If the bag is empty, discard it in the trash or recycle it.  
3. If the bag contains a fluid, return the IV bag to a home care provider, 

pharmacy or other medical provider. They can dispose of the waste 
safely and properly. 

4. It is not recommended that chemotherapy agents be disposed of in trash 
or poured down the drain. 

http://www.des.nh.gov/


Household Generated Sharps 
Household generated sharps may be disposed of in the solid waste, provided: 

1. Sharps are enclosed inside rigid, puncture-resistant containers. 
2. Containers encasing sharps are sealed and labeled “not for recycling.” 

Certain containers found in the household, particularly plastic bleach and laundry detergent 
containers are satisfactory to ensure the safe disposal of sharps. Also, containers can be 
purchased that are specifically designed for the disposal of sharps. Before placing a container of 
sharps in the trash, reinforce the lid with heavy-duty tape and place the container in a securely 
fastened plastic bag. For more information, review the DES fact sheet WMD-SW-31 Disposal 
Tips for Household Generated Sharps. 
 
For further information, contact the Pollution Prevention Program at (800) 273-9469 or 
nhppp@des.nh.gov.  
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